Adam Kuper I
In July, 2015, Heonik Kwon convened a small conference to discuss the legacy of Meyer Fortes (William Wyse professor of social anthropology at Cambridge, 1950 -1973 
My own talk was directed particularly at my fellow students, who are as familiar with Fortes and his work as I am myself. Writing it up for publication I have tried to cater for readers who never had to steep themselves in Tallensi ethnography, or been made to struggle with the minutiae of debates on descent and filiation. I have, however, kept the conversational tone of the introduction because this is at once a personal and an analytical accounting, and I cannot entirely separate my responses to the man I knew, and the ideas he developed. But then nor could he.
I remember Meyer Fortes, fondly, as do most of his former students, and perhaps here and there I may be indulging in a spot of ancestor worship. Obviously, ancestor worship is particularly appropriate in Meyer's case. That was, after all, a topic on which he wrote some illuminating essays. He often pointed out that a function of ancestor worship is to bolster the authority of the living elders, and that may also help to explain why some former students are inclined to be a little too reverential when discussing his work. But as soon as I say that I am reminded -and precisely because I have been rereading Meyer's later essays -that there is always an element of ambivalence and resentment in ancestor worship. (See Fortes, 1987.) Even if ancestor worship is avoided, there may be an impulse to indulge in Confucian filial piety, if only because Meyer Fortes' standing is not what it was.
Half a century ago, he was a respected figure in what had come to be called British social anthropology. Probably in large part because that whole project has lost favour, Meyer's own reputation has suffered. In fact he is less well regarded today than are some of his contemporaries who rebelled against functionalism -notably Evans-Pritchard, perhaps Max Gluckman, and, of course, Meyer's maddening confrère, Edmund Leach.
But it is not only that functionalism is now completely out of fashion. Fortes' central contribution was to kinship studies, and that too is now hardly practiced or taught, except in the manner of Schneider and the latter-day Sahlins, as an account of ideological constructions of common substance, or even more loosely, by way of generalised talk of 'relationships'. I recognize that partisans of the new 'kinship' studies will object to this perhaps too blunt, certainly too brief, characterization, but this is not the place to discuss the pros and cons. (My views are set out in Kuper, 1999, chapter 4 and Kuper, 2013 .) For present purposes, let us simply agree that the debates about formal kinship structures that so preoccupied anthropologists -and nowhere more than in Cambridge -through the 1970s are currently unfashionable.
It is true, also, that Fortes published less than other leading contemporaries, and it does not help that he wrote in a dry, convoluted style that is anything but reader-friendly. Moreover, his publications had a very limited scope, considering that they spanned forty years. They were concerned mainly with kinship, descent and ancestor worship, largely with reference to the Tallensi. And when it came to theory, Fortes remained faithful throughout to a limited set of authorities, while reading each in a rather idiosyncratic fashion.
The key figures in his personal theoretical pantheon were Malinowski, Durkheim, Radcliffe-Brown, and Freud. Henry Maine was invoked to endorse a legalistic approach to social structure. Evans-Pritchard was a brotherly associate and occasional critic. Later there was also Talcott Parsons, though he was seldom acknowledged by Fortes. These theoretical influences had been absorbed and Latterly he simply passed over theoretical movements in the discipline, or waved them away with a dismissive aphorism. He dealt obliquely with the challenge of Lévi-Strauss's structuralism (e.g., Fortes 1966) , and, exceptionally, engaged in a polemical exchange with Leach over alliance theory. This direct challenge from a close colleague really could not be ignored. (See Leach, 1952 , 1957 , 1960 and Fortes, 1959 and 1969 . For a review of the debate see Barnes, 1962.) In general, however, he ignored critics and contemporary theorists. In Fortes' account, Tallensi lineages did not present a neat Nuer-like pattern of 'nesting' lineage segments. The clans were also fuzzier constructs than their Nuer counterparts, as described by Evans-Pritchard. Some Tallensi clans were exogamous, others endogamous. They were not mechanically ordered by genealogical connection, however fictitious. Clan ties might be based on spatial proximity. In fact it was often difficult to distinguish clan ties from neighbourhood relationships. Nor was clan membership clearly defined. 'Clanship ties cut across clans', Fortes wrote, and he was forced to define a clan as 'the region where the fields of clanship of two or more lineages have the maximum overlap.' (Fortes, 1945, 63 .) Some clans were ordered on principles so uncertain that Fortes was obliged to distinguish a further category of 'extra-clan ties of clanship'. (Fortes, 1949, chapter 11.) Following Evans-Pritchard's account of the Nuer, Fortes proposed that Tallensi lineages were divided into levels, which he termed minimal, medial and maximal lineage segments. In practice Fortes found that the Tallensi lineage segements were difficult to distinguish. 'As usual in Tali social organization no rigorous criterion can be found.' (Fortes, 1949, 203 .) 'These distinctions are not made by the natives,' he admitted. Moreover, 'it should be noted that the Tallensi have no term for the lineage.' (Fortes, 1945, 10.) Later, however, in his programmatic statements of the descent model, these complications and approximations were set aside.
III
After his appointment to the Cambridge chair Fortes began to made broader theoretical pronouncements, taking a strongly positivist line. 'The new frame of reference for anthropological science will have to be worked out on the model of the experimental natural sciences.' Its method must involve 'testing, amending and adding to the generalisations which make up the body of social anthropological theory by the intensive study of one society at a time.' (Fortes, 1953 (b), 191-2.) The subject-matter of anthropology was custom and social organization in 'primitive' societies. 'Custom' is 'the behaviour that is standardized, expected and often enforced in a particular situation in a community' (Fortes, 1951, 332) . It is rooted in emotions, and gives conventional form and expression to deep feelings. 'Custom is in fact the equivalent of unconscious emotional forces,' and customs 'provide a legitimate -one might also say a conscious -outlet for the contradictory emotions built up' in childhood. ' (1956, 794; 1957, 172) .
Custom was perhaps Meyer Fortes' preferred synonym for 'culture', a term he avoided using. Addressing a readership of American cultural anthropologists, he
tried to bridge what they meant by culture and what he meant by custom. 'We see custom as symbolizing or expressing social relations -that is, the ties and cleavages by which persons are bound to one another in the activities of social life. In this sense social structure is not an aspect of culture but the entire culture of a given people handled in a special frame of theory. ' (1953 (a), 21 .) The social structure is a different matter, more fundamental than 'culture', shaped by political forces, made manifest in quasi-legal rules.
In the 'tribal' societies with which Fortes was primarily concerned, the politico-jural domain was formed by clan and lineage, the domestic domain by the family. Underlying the whole social system was a biological bedrock of sex, childbirth, maturation and death. These constraints played out in the first place within the nuclear family. And the nuclear family was the foundation of the social order: 'the actor's model for the structure of social groups and relationships at all levels derives from the nuclear field of social reproduction -the constellation of parents and children… it is the experience of the elementary social relations of filiation and siblingship … that is the basis of a person's conception of his social identity.' (Fortes, 1987, 123.) But Fortes did not accept a doctrine, shared by Malinowski and RadcliffeBrown, that primitive social structure was simply an elaboration of the kinship system. The political system, made up of clans and lineages, was represented in a kinship idiom but it constituted an independent source of 'jural' rights and duties. This public 'politico-jural domain' was distinct from and independent of the private, familial 'domestic domain'. The politico-jural domain had to do with rights and duties, the domestic domain with custom, emotion and ethical ethical imperatives. The values that derived from the experience of growing up in a nuclear family had a moral character. The 'jural' politically sanctioned norms that emanated from the public domain were of a different order. (For a statement of the model, see Fortes, 1953 (a) . For a critical overview of this 'descent model' of 'tribal societies see Kuper, 1982.) In every tribal society one principle of descent -matrilineal or patrilineal -is drawn on to establish a system of corporate groups, the clans and lineages. This determines political allegiance and regulates inheritance and succession. But every person relies also on the private moral relationships of 'complementary filiation', traced through the mother in a patrilineal society, through the father in a matrilineal society. The interplay between the politico-jural and domestic domains is made manifest in the contrast between the value and use of descent and filiation, two principles of relationship that are 'always complementary in their action' (Fortes, 1944, 379) and which 'run like a cry and its echo' through the social system of the Tallensi (Fortes, 1949, 30) . Fortes saw the Tallensi ancestor cult as a projection of the complex of moral impulses that are fostered in the family. 'The binding force of custom among the Tallensi depends, in the final analysis, on their ancestor cult, and … the key to this lies in their family and kinship system.' (Fortes, 1987, 191-2.) Reciprocally, the moral authority of the father and of the lineage head relies on his relationship with his ancestors. This should not be understood as simply a Durkheimian matter of ritual reinforcement of social norms. In Fortes' view, strains between a father and his first-born son are projected onto the 'ambivalent' relationship that the Tallensi have with their punitive and yet protective ancestors, who are at once feared and loved. 'In short, it seems to me that it is not too farfetched to compare the Tallensi image of their ancestors to the internalized parent figure of the classical Freudian super-ego.' (Fortes, 1987, 210-11) .
The one aspect of the Oedipal relationship that interested Fortes was the tension that it caused between a boy and his father, and more generally it is remarkable how little women figure in Fortes' account of the Tallensi, except as idealized mothers who are above all conduits of ties of complementary filiation for men. 'The dug (that is, a woman and her children by one man) constitutes the irreducible unit of Tale social structure, both jurally and morally' (Fortes, 1949, 62) . He did, however, indicate that, like d fathers, mothers and maternal kin were viewed ambivalently. Witchcraft and tyuk, a form of malign fate, are associated with relatives on the mother's side of the family. In a footnote, Fortes remarked on 'an interesting psychological problem here …. Tyuk and witchcraft might be regarded as the male and female aspects, respectively, of deep-seated vindictive impulses connected with the mother.' (Fortes, 1949, 35-37.) The most basic assumption is that men -and Fortes was concerned almost exclusively with men -are social actors, that is, in his terms, 'persons', who have specific roles in the two main domains of action, the domestic and the politicojural. The elements of personhood are gradually accumulated over a lifetime.
Taking office, an individual becomes the occupant of a role with established rights and duties. This role obliges him to serve a public purpose. Yet he remains a private person, and it is necessary to develop his moral commitment to this public purpose. Investiture rituals therefore draw on sentiments that derive from the basic moral experience, the experience of family life. Personhood is to be understood in processual terms, as a journey that is completed only by death and incorporation as an ancestor. This is the day of judgement, for 'it is only when the person is dissolved into his or her constituent parts and statuses that his claims to genuine personhood can be evaluated.' (Fortes, 1987, 265.) 'Time and social structure ' (1949) , perhaps Fortes' most seminal essay, is in some ways an oddity in his oeuvre. His Ashanti data evidently came out of his work on the Ashanti Social Survey, which he directed, rather than from his own (Fortes, 1987, 186.) This passage illustrates a characteristic rhetorical strategy. Fortes authorized each element of his model by referring it to a master of social theory, although in fact he took only what he thought he needed, and freely edited his sources. The resulting synthesis rested on a set of propositions to which impressive labels were attached. It was then presented as no more than a restatement of orthodox opinion in social anthropology, indeed in social theory: a final act of authorization.
As John Barnes remarked, Fortes' positivist programme did not deliver testable propositions (Barnes, 1971, 213-4) . 'The apparent contradictions between one statement and another are due partly to the style in which Fortes writes,' he commented. 'Typically, the main conclusion of any argument is first stated in oversimplified and uncompromising form, and only later does it become clear that this opening statement is to be understood only as a first and inaccurate approximation to a subtle and carefully delimited intellectual position.' (Barnes, 1971, 259 .) I would put down some of the ambiguity to conceptual uncertainties, or academic anxieties, which sometimes led to defensively vague formulations. It was for similar reasons, perhaps, that Fortes again and again introduced his largest and most challenging hypotheses indirectly, or attributed them to an unspecified community of experts. 'It would not, I think, be out of step with modern anthropology theory to say that most, if not all ….' 'Be this as it may, it can plausibly be claimed that this model corresponds to later developments in anthropology and research'. (Fortes, 1987, 7, 18) . And so on.
V
Fortes wrote an interesting overview of his career, assessing his own work and identifying the main theoretical influences (Fortes, 1978) , but it was John Barnes -a more than sympathetic commentator -who produced the most objective and searching account of Fortes' work, in his Three Styles in the Study of Kinship (1971) . He identified as the crucial element of Fortes' analytical apparatus the distinction of 'domains', and within the domains of 'roles'. (This, I suggest, comes from Parsons.) The two domains that frame the analysis, the politico-jural and the domestic, are characterized, respectively, by 'principles' (structural or jural) and 'axioms' (kinship-based and moral).
Barnes pointed out that the principles and axioms were not always clearly formulated by Fortes: 'we have to deal with a mixed bag of principles, with some principles more general than others', while the axioms 'are not of equal logical status'. (Barnes, 1971, 220, 224 .) Fortes regularly characterized axioms as 'irreducible', but Barnes found that it was 'difficult to give any precise analytical meaning to this use of the adjective "irreducible".' (Barnes, 1971, 225.) As to the notion of the jural, Barnes simply cited Firth's characterization of it (in a review of The Web of Kinship) as obscure, and the distinction between moral and jural obligations as vague. (Firth, 1951 .) Following Firth's criticism, Fortes conceded some ground on this matter, so crucial to his approach. 'The basic distinction between the jural aspects and functions of a kinship system and the affective, or it we prefer, psychological meanings of the customs and usages in which the system comes to expression, has been more difficult to establish than might be thought.' (Fortes, 1955.) Fortes assumed that moral values sustained legal rights and duties, but Barnes remarked that he could be vague as to whether 'norms' were explicit guidelines, even rules of conduct, or rather statistical patterns of choice, that the ethnographer worked out from observations of action. Fortes also had little to say about economics strategies, and Barnes implicitly endorsed Peter Worseley's demonstration that the Tallensi kinship system was profoundly influenced by economic constraints, factors that Fortes downplayed. (Worseley, 1956.) Nor was Fortes concerned with politicking as opposed to political structures. 'Fortes provides in his books the ethnographic evidence for a study of conflict, inequality, and political process,' Barnes noted, 'but he uses this evidence to build up a picture of Tale culture that is timeless and repetitive.' (Barnes, 1971, 266.) This presumption of stability, internal consistency and harmony was reinforced by Fortes' refusal to confront history (a point that Worseley also made). Yet the Tallensi population had increased significantly since the late 19 th century. 'These demographically determined phenomena, alas, require a quite a quite different non-cyclical model of Tale society and cannot be accommodated in the internalcyclical model Fortes provides.' (Barnes, 1971, 208.) A Tale intellectual, Moses Anafu, pointed out that:
When Meyer Fortes began his research in 1934, Taleland had been under colonial rule for just two decades, and like many other African communities, the coming of the white man had been nothing short of a trauma for Tale society. For over a decade they had put up a heroic resistance to colonial encroachments in the course of which many hundreds had been killed ... When in April 1911, the British finally overcame Tale resistance, it was done with something of a vengeance. The houses of the Hill Talis were razed to the ground and they themselves sent into exile. (Anafu, 1983, 10.) Barnes added that ' [Fortes' ] discussion of the pilgrim traffic to the Tong Hills in central Taleland which "has brought violent competition into the sphere of the common ritual interests and values" of the Hill Talis is relegated to a section on "Modern factors of disequilibrium" at the end of the Dynamics of Clanship and does not form part of his main analysis.' (Barnes, 1971, 208-9.) To be sure, Fortes knew all this very well. In his first paper on the Tallensi he remarked that 'the political and legal behavior of the Tallensi … is as strongly conditioned by the ever-felt presence of the District Commissioner as by their own traditions'. European influences 'are so diffuse and pervasive that one has to take account of them in every routine observation of social practices, situations and institutions'. Nevertheless, according to Fortes, 'the fundamental institutions, practices and beliefs of the community seem to be sufficiently vigorous to countervail the intrusion of contact influences. ' (1936, 23, 46, 47, 49) . He put this view forward in his contribution to a joint assault, launched together with his close associates Schapera and Gluckman, on Malinowski's cultural account of change in African societies. He did not, however, return to these observations in his later ethnographic studies. As Barnes noted, Fortes 'proceeds on the assumption that Tale society has in fact been stable for an indefinite period'. (Barnes, 1971, 206.) This ahistorical approach was bound up with another very basic assumption.
Social anthropology, according to Fortes, was 'the analysis of how primitive social systems work'. (Fortes, 1951, 339.) He was convinced that 'primitive' or 'tribal' societies were very different from what he called 'civilised societies'. They were small-scale and not very differentiated internally, and that they sustained themselves in a state of equilibrium. Civilisation was their nemesis (a view shared by Claude Lévi-Strauss). In a paper delivered to a Fabian Society conference on colonialism, on the eve of decolonization, Fortes commented that:
The centre of gravity of the equilibrium characteristic of a stable and homogeneous primitive society lies in its scheme of cultural values; and that a primitive society undergoing rapid social break-down is apt to become a rabble of acquisitive or exploited individuals and the prey of irrational mob impulses if they cease to have common cultural values. (Fortes, 1945(a), 223.) It is not surprising that he and his second wife, Doris Mayer, published a study of 'migrant madness' among Tallensi, in which they argued that the psychological balance of many Tallensi had been disrupted by modernity. The title of the paper was 'Psychosis and Social Change' (Fortes and Mayer, 1966.) When Fortes mounted his campaign against sociology, more specifically against the introduction of sociology in Cambridge, his basic argument was that anthropology dealt with primitive society, and so was quite different from ( Leach, 1984, 11.) As an outsider, Fortes was an observer, not a participant, Leach felt: 'he never played an active executive role in College affairs. Indeed to a quite disconcerting extent, he never seemed to understand how the system really worked.' (Leach 1984, 12 Africa: he was suspected of leftist allegiances and subjected to antisemitic slurs. (Goody, 1995, 28-9, 48-54 came second. The boy who came first was called Solly Zuckerman.) While Fortes was pleased to find himself solidly established in Oxbridge he never fell for the Oxbridge mystique (to which Schapera was wholly immune).
At our first lunch, when I turned up in King's, a raw colonial, Meyer told me, 'Never forget, they don't like Jews here'. Certainly he felt that his background made things a bit harder for him, and he could be thin-skinned. He certainly had to deal with Colonial Office antisemitism in the 1930's. (Goody, 1995, 28-9, 48-54.) But he was secure in his Jewish identity, opposed to intermarriage, occasionally attending synagogue, though never religious or observant, and he was unsympathetic to Zionism. When the Nazis launched their onslaught on the Jews of Europe, Fortes worked with a secret organization that smuggled Jews into England. (I owe this information to his step-son, Karl Mayer.) In Leach's view, the theoretical orientation of Schapera, Fortes and Gluckman was explained by their social situation. 'Is it too fanciful to suggest that the prominence that several of these authors were later to give to the notion of homeostatic social equilibrium and to the belief that social structures persist even when there are drastic changes in cultural appearances derived from their personal need for a stable homeland?' (Leach, 1984, 12.) This is stretching things. Schapera and Gluckman were theoretically at odds with one another, and they both differed from Fortes in ways that seemed to them, and I suppose to us, significant. It is more to the point that these men were deeply impressed by the same intellectual orthodoxies that they imbibed as young social scientists. In intellectual matters, if not necessarily in politics, they were conservative men.
Although they were rebellious at times, they remained locked in debate with their original mentors throughout their careers.
